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SAUDI ARABIA: THE COMPATIBILITY OF ISLAM AND DEMOCRACY? 

INTRODUCTION 

Islam conz1nues to be an xqortant rdeologrcal political 

force In the Kingdom of Saud1 Arabia and the Ylddle East. The 

growt3 of Islamic resurgence in recent years has developed zo 

combat popular and western influence for llberallzatlon, 

democratltatlon, and socloeconomlc reforms. To Saudls, IsLam 

represents a total way of life, a framework for personal behavior 

as well as for the state and soclezy. Keszernlzaflon, in 

contrast, reflects the separation of church ant szate, 

materialism, and lndlvlduallsm and thus the root cause of 

polrtlcal, economic, and social ills. Though westernization 1s 

condemned, modernlzatlon is not. Science and technology are 

accepted to the extent change can be subordinated to Islamic 

b?llefs and values. 

In zhe post Gulf Kar period, Saud1 Arabia has been pushec zo 

acdress popular pressure for greazer polltlcal partlcl?atlon. 

Some argue that the very reason the Ylddle East remains unstable 

1s tne scarcity of democratic government in the region. TAe idea 

that democracies do not make war with each other and facrlltate 

free mar'cet economies encircles current WashlngEon foreign ?ollcy 

thinking.' The Cl lnton Acmlnlstratlon has emDraced this concept 

complerely lncorporatlng It into Its own security policy. Given 

that democracies do not make war with each other, the 

adnlnl stratloz contends, the Lnl-,ed States shoula seek to 



guarantee its security 3y promoting democracy abroac. This 2aper 

will examine the compatibility of Islam and democracy wi:hln 

Saudi Araala. 

BACKGROUND 

Tne Sauce state began in central Arabia rn 1753. A local 

ruler, Muhammad l3ln Saud, loined forces with an Islamic reformer, 

Munammad Abd Al 'Zah=Lab, to establish a szate ruled according to 

Islamic principles. Over the next 15C years, the fortunes of the 

Saud fani,y Iose and fell several times as Saud1 rulers contented 

with Egypt, the Ottoman Turks, and other Arabian families for 

control on the peninsula. The modern Saud1 state was founded in 

1932 as a result of the conquests of Abd Al Atlz Al Saud who 

unified the separate regions as the Kingdom of Saud1 Ara2ia. 

The discovery of 011 in commercial quantities In 1938 was the 

malor ca:alys= thar sransformed various aspects or' tAs Xln;zom. 

The huge revenues from the sale of oil enaDled the government to 

launch large scale development programs in the ,973s. These 

programs focused on the creation of a roDust 1nfrastruc:ure 

cen-,ered on transportation, telecommunicarions, electrrc ?ower, 

and water. Programs were also implemented to address education, 

health zervlcez, social welfare, expanding and equippInG t.-,e 

armed forces, and the creation of petroleum based industries. 

The central lnsrrtution of tne Saud1 Arabian governmen= 1s a 

monarchy based on Is-amlc Law ,SAarla). The abrlity of tne :<lng 

'io rule effective-y desends on 71s ability to Zerain a c3Pstnsus 

of t:te Saud1 royal family ant re,ig:ol-fs leaders lIJlam3 1 

-^ -dL;iZl 1 sf Y;nlStisr3, l,FF3lC'_?Z 3; SiS rlSFZiZlk:S ZC. YL2 Fm1T;;, 



FioVlCE acvise on the formulat;on of general policy ant. direct 

rhe activities of the bureaucracy. Legislation is by resolution 

of the Council of Yinlsters, ratified my royal decree, ant must 

be compatible wlzh the Sharia. Justice is administered according 

to xe Snarla through a syszen of religious courts. 

OBSTACLES TO DEMOCRATIZATION 

LEGITIMACY. The legitimacy of a government rests on the 

people's acceptance of and support for its right to rule. The 

cornerstone on which the Saudi state and political system is 

built is Islam. For the regime to be and remain legitimate, 

t3ereiore, it must retain the fundamental values of the Wahhabi 

Islamic society it governs. Muhammad Wahhabl zaught that 

authority was legitimate only if it conformed to divine law. 

Muhammad Al Saud therefore claimed to rule on the basis of 

reAlglous merit, the enforce,ment of zhe SAarra (Islamic Lax:, anr, 

the 3,roteczlon of Wahhaoi Islam "he Al Saud's long standing 

right to ru,e is a source of great underlying strength. 

Wahhabi Islam views the government's principal purpose as a 

means to guzrantee the purity of t=le faitn, to Trotect and defenc 

the faithful, and to preserve order in the Yusllm community.2 The 

Ulama ~03333s a direr,: legizlmizing role unparalleled in zhe 

Sunni world. The close relationship between the King and tAe 

Ulama is one of mutual support and dependence. In exchange for 

the recognition of z.ne1z Tolitrcal influence, tne Ulama provides 



?o-icies. In return, the Ulama ex."llbits In fluence over the media, 

ludicial system, and to some extent economic policy. 

The sources of Saudi ,egitimacy do not provide for western 

participatory democracy, especially when compared with WaAhabi 

Islamic be-lefs. West ern democracy sets up human lcecrsions as a 

subszltute for the eternal will of God expressed in the Sharia. 

This 1s a violation OF the WahhaDl principle of Looking for 

guidance only from God. To Saudis, the will of the people is not 

t.ze supreme law of the land, Islam IS.~ God has esta5lisned the 

Llama as the sole interpreters of his law. Elected parliaments, 
J 

found in democratic governments, trespass on ~1s divine-y 

ordained prerogative. The turbulence typical of the democratic 

process is precisely the kind of clvll dlscorc that the 

government is duty bound to suppress. As viewed from 'iJahhaD1 

ZsLamrc Saurlls, democrscy 13 t?us an innovaticn of people, nzt 

God, and 1s therefore unacce?zable. 

Tne government's -egitimacy is Dased on 1t.s adherence '-,o zhe 

Sharia and upon the consen: of the governed, who are obliged to 

oDey the ruler as long as ne continues to govern by Islamic law. 

Religious resistance to serious democratization goes well beyond 

XC officia- rellglous establis~menz, it enco?Tasses the ?eo?le 

and government as well. The religious based legitimacy of the 

Saudi ruLe is therefore rn direct contrast fo western concepts of 

democracy, specifically the separation of church and state. 

SOCXAL CULTURE. In s?l:e of :f,t ra_=r:d eczl-.zmle zransfzrmatr;z 



of Saudi Arabia dramatic changes have no-, occurred in 2~2 nature 

of Saudi society. The extended family remains the fundamental 

unit Of POli zlcal and social order. ?or Saudls, the family 1s the 

primary basis of identity and status and the focus of individual 

,oyalty. Families align by bloodline and affiliate witnin tribes 

under the control of a tribal leader. Leaders rule by consensus 

and exercise a critical role in relations between incividuals and 

the government. It is this same tribal framework that stands as 

the model for the relationsnip which exists bezween the monarcAy 

and all Saudi citizens. Loyalty to the state is not a matter of 

nationality, it is a mazter of 1oyal:y to t.?e A- Saud family. 

At tAe heart of the Saudi decision making system are the 

fundamental concepts of consensus and consultation. Leaders are 

to create a consensus for action, and only then implement their 

decision. Xncer western sty ,ed democracy- tnls process woulc lm?l> 

disagreement and debate, and require a degree of toleration 

unacceptable in Islamic society. L'ndtr Islamic law, differences 

of polrtical opinion would amount to heresy. The supremacy of 

God's will must always come before personal wi,,. It 1s also zfie 

relationshi? between rndivldualism and equality which 

differentiates WaAhaal Islam from western democratic societies. 

Islam emphasizes equality within zhe family structure ant 

discourages individualism. 'Western cemocracies, on the otner 

nand, tend to encourage the notion of indrvicual incepencence. 

Uncter Islam, tne family ?rovices tne social .&e-fare net fzr a-1 

memzers of tne extended farnil\,. 

Islam is F.GK~ t>~n z rF:iTlZT., lt 13 daozllr +nt-k;nec :,,thAn 



t1e cultural values of the family and community thr0ug.n Islamic 

family law. Concepts of sex roles remain extremely rraditional. 

Kestern szyl e women's emancipation wil, be impossiale in the near 

term. However, women are able to attend college and retain 

sele-" tiLive employment opportunities. Kahhabi principles still 

maintain a firm grip on public morality and social behavior. 

EtEE'ORM MO- TS. In recent years, Saudi Arabia has witnessed 

an increase in the demand for change. These demands have 

represented bozh a conservative and liberal view point. Xeligisus 

fundamentalists are pushing for a return to basic Islamic values 

and the witAdrawa1 of western influence from the Kingdom. The 

technocrats are demanding increased participation in decision 

making and relaxed restraints on public discussion ant the 

press.4 

After a period of re-igious relaxation in z;;e 73s ant 203 

religious fundamentalism is on the upswing. Fueled by growing 

resenzmenr over zhe maldiszribution of wealz2, couble standards 

and hypocracy with the royal family the funcamentalist movement 

is attempting to reaffirm the Islamic values of tne past. The 

movement contains a small minority of extremists, Islamic 

university graduates, unemployec, and disenchanted with 

government policies, but their numbers are grorllng. The 

funcamenra-ists movemen: provides an acute csa,lenge to zne King 

because the legitrmacy of the regime rests on Islam. 

Since tne religious estab,io-.nent wielcs significant 
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inf,uence in Saudi Arabia, The Saudi monarcTAy must pay close 

attention to what the religious leadershlp says. So far, it has 

not inhibited the Kingdom's strides towards modernization. The 

religious community 3y itself does not represent a malor threat 

to the Saudi regime. However, a combination of several o-,her 

factors, the dissatisfied elite among the technocrats, human 

rights movement (Committee for the Defense of Legi-,imate Rights - 

CDLR:, in concert could leopardize the current regime. 

The Saudi government has historically provided the Saud1 

citizenry a numDer of generous subsidies in an attempt to prevent 

confrontation. To continue modernization the King will need to 

challenge the religious extremists. To do so, he will need the 

support of the technocrats. The fundamentalists stand as the 

largest roadblock to any form of democratization within the 

Kingcorn. Fundamentaliszs active-y condemn any form of 

westernization. TAe King has, and must, taca the fundamentalist's 

activities seriously. Recent history Aas snotvn us that the Shah 

of Iran's fall was caused by his attempt to secularize Iran and 

push it to rapidly toward western ways.' 

Saudi changes resulting from government sponsored development 

prolects helped creaze a new class of Saudi, the technocrat. 

These urban based, wes :ern educated individuals emerged from the 

merchant class ant low status families. The technocrats, 

recruited by the Al Saud family, were given the responsibility of 

orchestratin,; the counzry's economic devel;Fmen: programs. 

Al t-lollgn rralntainln~g a deqrss oi access zo _=~olitical power, t.?e 
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technocrats grew dlssatlsfled wlxh tAelr exclusion from the 

poiltlcal process and their requlrec adherence to Islamic social 

Dehavlor. 

Lacking the legal means from which to moblllze their efforts 

this grou? has been forced to adcress their concerns wltri the 

King through the use of petitions. In 199C, they petitioned the 

King for the creation of an elected maglls, a ludlclary 

independent of the ulama, and a review of the restrictive codes 

that ap?lled to women. It should be noted tha: the technocraz's 

desire for polltlcal partlclpatlon was not a call for 

democratlzatlon (i.e. free electrons: as deflnec. 3y wesxrn 

stanaards. Instead, the political partlclpatlon desired by Saud1 

zecanocrats encompasses the ability to crltrcally and openly 

express ones concerns to the King. 

"ne rechnocrats represen: th5 363t opporrunrry ior clange ant 

ll~erallzatlon of pas: polltlcal ?ractrces. These young Saudis 

are restless, unemployed, ant clscouraged by a lack of 

oppor:unlty. They desire to lift restraints on public dlscusslon 

and t,?e press, end corru?tlon, enhance governmen= accountaolll:y, 

and llrnl: the power of the relrglous establishment, especially 

zne relrglous police. They have not asked for, ncr do --hell desrre 

western forms of democratlzatlon. 

Zn Paj- 1993, a new croup of Saud1 Islamic scho-ars and 

technocrats loined forces to form an independent human rrqTts 

commission. 3-11s commls3ion, t!22 Commr=ts,e 5sr the 3eZai;st of 

Legitimate Eights iC3LPI was organized by It: ErJu?d~~s to 23fZrz5 

W t L i t t-i%;- '~+;l~lJ~n~ t-2 b? 3 CZPtlPd33! dSCl;Ce III IZliillZ 
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s:ancards.6 After :he loss of its more conservative members, 

Muhammad Al Massaui, a physics professor, became :he CDLR 

spocesman denouncing The corruption of rulers and t-le laci of 

rights for the ruled.' The government quickly cracked down by 

arresting 110 Saudi citizens for what was deszrrbed as aezions 

which undermined national security. 

After his arrest by Saudi au=Aorities, Massaui fled to London 

where he continued his attack on the House of Saud. Using faxes 

and toll free telephones the CDL3 was still capable of 

circulating its message of repression, corruption, and lack of 

free express ion in the Kingcorn. The CDLR's stated oblective 13 to 

achieve open representative government which is accountable to 

the people. Their desire, however, is to incorporate change, but 

only under the strict application of Sharia law.* 

A1:hou;h tAe CD2R is no= now capable of ac=-,rng wizn force, 

their actions must be taken seriously, as they provide an 

alrernazlve to many in:elleccuals in and out of tne universities 

who see little opportunity in their future. The CDLR and other 

reformers are seeking openness, checcs on the government, and 

accountability of the Kingdom's wealth under Ss-amlc law. None of 

these organizations have openly expressed a dsslre for western 

forms 05 democracy. They desire, instead, a purer form of Islam 

cleaned of corruptlon and tribal customs. 

6Anon;mous, "Challenge :o ,he ?-!ouse of Sauc," The Ece-.omist 
8 Gztoaer 1995: 41 

7I2lc., 4-. 



ECONOMY. Traditional-y, tne dissatisfacrion of Saudi 

citizens has been si,enced through an extensive system of 

suasidies and a lavisn we-fare sysrem that provides free housing, 

free education and free medical care. The 3ouse of Saud's ability 

zo please 1:s citizens, however, has becomt increasingly more 

difficult. Lavish spending and declines in oil prices have caused 

=he Kingdom's budget deficit to grow and forced external 

borrowing to meet financial payments. The Kingdom's financial and 

economic status, if nor corrected, could cause political problems 

and instaDrlity. Worst of all a fundamentalist government. 

The prema-,ure introduction of democracy may actually namper 

economic development. Diversification of tne economy, so as to 

make it less dependen: on oil exports, must be accomplished first 

in order to reinforce the country's infrastructure. Continued 

economic drfficul:ies ~1ay.s in:o tne hands of tna funzamenza-ists 

who Trefer a return To ?ure Islamic ways wnile turning away from 

western values, free marcet economy initiatives ant Foreign 

investments and privatization in the Kingdom. 

Oil accoun-,s for more than ?O'% of the country's exports and 

near-y 75% of government revenues. Due to a suqlus of oli in tne 

19303, 01, prices dro?pec cutting revenues as the KIngcorn was 

spending large sums to build its infrastructure. As a result, the 

government has cut investment, initiated spending cuts of 20% rn 

1994 and been forced to delay ?aymen-,s 1,i.e. $10 brllion of a $25 

bil-ion ;jurchass of American weapon ,cys-,ems:. T3e Sauce teat -ias 

balLooned from not?;ng lr: 133G to n-to-r+ :han $5i) zr-iron 2~ ~~12 

;- - ^, f :33; -1 4 c~~pt-=~~ k--L- r3-'5-'7 25, Zi 72 - - in3r2 tiin SIC? Cl--1zin I 
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are a= an a,1 time low of only $4 bll-ion. 

Changes in tne economy also brought change to the tradltlonal 

neans of llvellnood for the Saud1 citizen. Tht growlnG 

infrastructure now required lncreasec tecnnlcal training and 

expertise. Saudi unlversltqr graduates hlttlns the 105 market 

found themselves totally unprepared for productive worx.' Only 2% 

of the workforce in the private sector today are comprised of 

Saudis. Although an excellent place for foreign investment, 

prlvatlzatlon requires foreign labor, increased exposure to 

western people and values, and does not provide the immediate 

answer of Pu :-,lng the young Saud1 to work. 

The Kingdom must strive to curtail spending and pu: 1~s 

"House" In order. The surpluses have dwindled while dlscon:ent 

has grown. The Saud1 response has been a call for a return to 

Islamic values, not democratrza:lon. Zconomrc s:a3l,l:y is 

crl-,lcal if modernlza:lon and economic llberallzatlon tI?a: will 

a l,ow privatization can continue. 

POLITICS. The Saud1 King 1s an absolute monarch with no 

formal lnstltutlonallzed checXs and ba-ancls on hrs autAorl=y. 

E1.s ability to rule effectively, however, is depencent on 

nalntalnlng a consensus wlt2 51s family and trie re-1~~0~~ u,ama. 

Xltnough tne Al Saud family numbers rn excess of 20,000, the most 

rmportan: branch 13 known as Al 'alsal, the descendants of Abd Al 

Azlz's grandfatner. Only tnese males or' the Al Saud family, 

--'imated at 4,000, are ,onsrc2rad r=;'aLZy. =d- 



-ha ,.I- ulama provice religious legltlmacy for Saudi rule. These 

prominent clergy constitute the memoers of the Council of Senior 

Ulama for consultation aetween tne King and religious community. 

As the custodian of the holy cities of Mecca and Medlna, the King 

considers ulama support critical. In addition to xe ulama, a 

number of important beduin tribes and several merchant families 

have political influence in tne Kingdom. 

The Saudi political system will not lead polltlcal change. 

This is because the fundamental legitimacy of the political 

system is grounded in Islam, the religious rdeologlcal basis of 

tne Sauci sta-,e. In accordance with Islamic law, sublecx are 

duty bound to obey the King as long as he rules by Islamic law. 

This religious ideology 13 in direct contrast to western styled 

democracy which requires loyal-,y to the democratic process. A 

syszem in w3ic2 no grou=, can guarantee xat its interests will 

automatically or always prevail. 

Post Gu,f %'ar Saudi has been ous.zed to dea- wit=, increased 

popular pressure and demands for liberalization. Years of over 

spending and borrowing have severely limited the Kingdom's 

avallabillty of funds. The result, has left the regime unaDle to 

meef the demands of tAe population wnose standard of lrvinc 1s 

not rising as qurccly as the government had once promised. Tne 

Saudis are, for tie first time ever, having to maIce choices." 

"nl Kingdom's long awaited promise to create a mallis, 

consultative council, to alle;ratl poor <o'/err.ment responsi-lens53 
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surprisingly came true. In December 1993, The :(lng appointed a 60 

member Consultative Council as well as 13 regional councils to 

advise, propose and review laws. The King's political experimen: 

was not meant to rntroduce democracy. The King still retained 

autAorlty for all foreign and domestic policy decisions. The King 

was quicc to point out that the ma3li.s was rooted in the Sharia 

and that pluralism and democracy were not for Saudi Arabla.'l 

The political dissent which exists rn the Kingdom is aimed at 

the specific memzers of the roya, family, especially at the royal 

lifestyle, not at the Saud-Fahhabi system as a whole. However, 

any political modernization ~111 need to be Incremental and 

supsorted by tne religious system. A new El11 of Rights coupled 

wit-? initiatives to prohibit government authorities from 

violating basic human rights of citizens have put the Saudi 

government on tAe correct ?a:?. "Aese actions for the zlme being 

have slowed the voice of discontent. 

CONCLUSION 

A policy of actively promoting democracy in Saudi Arabia by 

the United Szates would be counterproductive and leoparcize 

relations with the Kingdom. The cultural, religious, political, 

and economic zradltlons of the Kingdom are not yet compazrsl,e 

with the principles of democracy. To be successful, political 

reform must grow out of zhe culture of Saudi sccletty. ror 

believln#; Kuslims, legrtlmate auzriorlty comes from God alone, and 

the ruler darrves nis ?swer not from tne _3eoF-e, 3uz from Got an: 

:L13 -ioly LaPI "he Al Sd~z's rig-l: to rule 1s 3 poTderfu1 component 
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of its governmon='s legltima(=y and LS talus a Source of great 

underlying stre 

1 

g:h. History has shown t.?at the lac< of 

legitimacy Aas een Dehlnd mos-, democratic revolurions. 

The US neecs to assume a more balanced, "GO Slow", foreign 

pG,lCy with the Kingdom. One :3a: Judges the Kingdom by tne same 

standards it does otter countrres treating all parties fairly and 

equally. The failure of US policymakers to differentiate between 

Islamic movements (moderate revivalrsm versus radical and violent 

extremis:s: has led to the assumption that the mixing of religion 

and politics leads to fanaticism and instability. The US must 

respect Islam as a religion and understand that a return to 

traditional values does not lead to conflict with the west. 

Podernizatlon can evolve under this system. 

The future stability of Saudi Arabia will depend on its 

abi-rty to ba,an=e demancs 5~ Jr poll:lcal partlcl?a:ion wlzh zhe 

tracitional concentration of power wl:hln the Saudi elite. 

Mocerniza<lon ini:iati-;es and the creation 02 the Consul:a:lve 

Councrl have shown that Saud1 religious traditions are capable of 

having multiple ideological interpretations. It IS possible for 

the Saud1 citizens and government to evolve a form of government 

tha: wil- be compatible with their own hlstorlcal, cultural, and 

relrglous tracltions and yet bring individual freedom and human 

rights ',G 1:s people. Limited democracy will De t>e best that the 

regime is prepared to offer its people. The Al Saud family wrll 

no: tolerate ?3lltlca, liberalrz3rron :iaz ]ss;arzizes ti-.tlr 

rlzn, tG rule. 
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